THE junk car has often been classified with billboards and roadside litter as an eyesore. This is true, but it ignores the health and safety hazards which make junk cars a prime environmental problem.
Junk cars consist of glass and rusted metal, broken springs, unemptied gas tanks, jagged edges from torn fenders and bumpers, and other hazards to the children who delight in playing in them. In addition, abandoned wrecks provide excellent harborage for rats looking for dry shelter and nesting materials, and for mosquitoes and stinging insects.
In addition, derelict autos are a wasted resource. They have potential value as scrap metal and their recycling conserves resources.
Size of the Problem
More than 90 million vehicles are registered in the United States and approximately 7 million are taken out of service each year.18 Derelict auto bodies have been steadily accumulating and estimates of the total number on a national basis range from 9 million to 25 million. '8"' In New York State almost 7 million vehicles are registered and approximately 500,000 are retired annually. 7 Along with the estimated 600,000 auto Junk cars have been a problem for some time, but recently they have been escalating at an unprecedented rate. The problem is further complicated by the abandonment of vehicles that have outlived their usefulness. The reason usually given is that auto wreckers no longer pay individuals for old hulks, and in many areas a fee is charged for accepting them. As a result, some owners merely remove the identification from their cars and abandon them.
The average life of a modern automobile is approximately seven years.18 When the disposal or automotive scrap cycle is working smoothly, cars pass from their last owner to an auto wrecker, then to a scrap processor and to a scrap buyer. The scrap buyer uses the scrap for steel production, for manufacturing new automobiles, and for making many other items. This type of reuse or resource recovery should serve to minimize production costs and increase use of raw materials.
The auto wrecker plays an important role in the scrap cycle. Usable parts of a car are removed for resale. Remaining parts having value in the nonferrous scrap market, such as the battery, radiator, heater core, generator, starter and electric motors, are removed and the hulk is prepared to meet specifications of the scrap processor. Preparation usually includes the removal of upholstery, floor covering, glass and rubber. The method most often used to remove these materials in the past was by open burning. With the passage of air pollution control regulations, open burning is no longer allowable so that hulks usually have to be stripped by handa comparatively slow and expensive pro. cedure.
Diminished Value for Salvage
The largest factor contributing to the increasing accumulation of junk cars is the diminished value for salvage. This is affected both by changes in the scrap metals market and the economics of handling vehicles prior to actual processing operations. The over-all result during the next few years might well be that the percentage of scrap used will remain fairly constant. The total amount of scrap used will depend upon the amount of steel to be produced.
Besides the steel industry, the foundry industry is the second major consumer of scrap steel. It now accounts for about 30 per cent of all scrap consumption, and its production is expected to increase greatly over the next few years.
The major foundry furnace in operation today is the cupola, which is charged with pig iron and steel scrap. Percentages used are dependent upon their relative prices. Higher scrap prices would tend to make the foundry use smaller amounts of scrap and larger quantities of pig iron. A trend has occurred in recent years away from the cupola toward the induction and direct arc processes, which allow more flexibility and use a higher percentage of scrap. This trend is expected to continue and should increase scrap consumption. Radiators, generators, starters, batteries and tires are required to be removed before cars are accepted for fragmentizing. Gas tanks are also removed to avoid explosions. Motor blocks, transmissions and differentials can be processed but are usually removed because they command a better price when sold as cast iron than when sold as scrap steel. Most of the upholstery and padding must be removed but this can be easily accomplished by cutting and ripping out most of the cloth and cotton batting. Paint, rust, undercoating and accumulated dirt are removed during the fragmentizing process.
Material leaving the fragmentizer varies in size but usually from the size of a tennis ball to that of a flattened basketball. The ferrous metals are then magnetically separated from the nonferrous metals and the nonmetallic materials. Nonferrous metals may be handseparated from the nonmetallics, depending upon the extent of salvage provided and fluctuations in the market price for the salvaged material.
Fragmentizers produce a high grade scrap which commands a price equal to or greater than #1 heavy melting scrap. The product is acceptable to scrap buyers and future demand for it should be high.
Other economic factors complicate the problem and contribute to a diminished value of auto hulks for salvage. Labor costs are increasing for the auto wreckers, as for everyone else. But the auto wrecker is dealing with a difficult labor market. The industry is considered to be an undesirable tenant in most communities and the labor force is characterized by high turnover. Short-term employment hinders the development of skills necessary for economic operation. The economics favor the storage of hulks rather than hand-stripping them.
Autos are therefore kept in their yards for longer periods; and, as inventories increase, storage area is reduced. The auto wreckers begin to discriminate against accepting hulks that offer little in the way of resalable parts.
In spite of the problem of decreasing storage area, wreckers may still be unwilling to transport hulks to a scrap processer. Transportation costs are rising and a fluctuating scrap steel market leads to the hope that scrap prices will rise to higher levels and old hulks in dead storage will become more valuable.
As inventories continue to build, new outlets are sought. In many areas the least expensive solution is to either move to another location, leaving the accumulated hulks behind, or to rent or buy low-value land for the storage of stripped hulks.
The storage area or abandoned yard becomes an automobile graveyard where old hulks rust away. The increasing number of graveyards, as well as the increasing size of existing ones, scar the countryside, many of them in the least desirable places, exposed to public view. They tend to be near urban areas because of the proximity to potential consumers and reduced cost of transportation.
Also contributing to the problem are a lack of public interest and a lack of proper regulatory control to ensure that cars are not abandoned or accumulate in the wrong places. Until recently, the public has been apathetic about the increasing number of derelict vehicles. Public awareness is now on the increase and this should be stimulated to lend impetus to corrective measure. Since the initiation of this program in 1968, Vermont has entered into 32 contracts and has removed 13,151 cars. The cost of the program has been approximately $10.00 per car. 1 Chicago has initiated a junk car program in accordance with recommendations of the Institute of Scrap Iron and Steel. The program consists of legislation which allows the police department to tow cars directly from the abandonment site to a scrap processor, so long as the car is inoperable, badly damaged or stripped of certain parts and has a value of less than $100.00. In the first nine months of, operation more than 10,000 cars were removed by this method.
A number of programs have been in operation in New York State. The most comprehensive county program was car-ried out in Columbia County. This is a county having a population of about 50,000 and covering an area of 643 square miles. The county is essentially rural in character, having only one city which, together with the adjacent suburban towns, accounts for about half the population.
The county health department conceived of and implemented a junk car program using funds from the State rodent control program. Use of such funds was approved on the basis that junk cars constitute rodent harborage. The Health Department, assisted by sanitarian trainees from a State Health Department training course, surveyed the county and determined that between 8,000 and 10,000 junk cars should be removed."' A private firm was contacted and arrangements were made for centralized removal of the cars from the county. A car crusher was installed in the City of Hudson on the shore of the Hudson River. Health Department personnel then arranged with outlying towns to establish central collection points where cars could be stockpiled and then transported to the crusher by means of auto carrier trailers that were owned by the crusher firm. Cars were transported to the central collection point and directly to the crusher by individuals, service groups, volunteer firemen and others. When necessary, to cover the cost of transportation, a fee of $5.00 per car was paid.
This project was quite successful and a total of 12,000 cars were removed from the county at a cost of $20,000. The results compare favorably with those from any similar program in other areas.
The car crusher is still in operation in the City of Hudson and continues to receive cars from Columbia County and neighboring counties. The cars are now being brought in without the $5.00 financial incentive.
In Schoharie County, another upstate New York rural area, a similar approach has been used by a group of towns. Unlike Columbia County, Schoharie County is not on a major waterway with its economic advantages, so a different method has been employed. Uniform ordinances have been adopted by the towns establishing heavy fines for junk cars located outside of licensed junkyards. The fines are levied after a period of time when a portable car crusher will travel to various central collection points. Cars must be brought to these central collection points by the owner, although arrangements have been made for tow-truck operators to give special rates for this purpose.
At the central collection points, the cars are stripped by town employees (paid from federal funds for training chronically unemployed personnel There would have to be at least one exception in this system-the individual who wishes to keep a vehicle for parts and is willing to store it safely. However. from an administrative viewpoint, we believe this system is most economical and simple in operation. Alternatives such as charging for disposal of the car in the purchase cost, or the straight enforcement of a prohibition on abandonment would probably be more costly and less acceptable.
I should mention that we do favor the prohibition of vehicle abandonment, with a reasonable penalty fine, in order to give local health officials a mechanism for the speedy removal of attractive nuisances.
In addition, some control must be gained over excessive inventories at auto wrecker yards. The Department is preparing legislation to establish State standards for screening and containment of auto hulks, and it is continuing to investigate inventory standards. If realistic standards for auto-wrecker inventories can be established on a State or regional basis, and such standards can be adjusted for market fluctuation, New York will draw up model legislation. Much research is still needed in this area.
Removal of Cars Presently Abandoned
Step one of our program to remove cars presently abandoned has been tested in various areas of the State and will now be introduced wherever the full cooperation of local government can be obtained.
The program is totally voluntary. The only cost borne by the county or municipality is the establishment of a central marshalling point where all junk vehicles are accepted without charge.
Local citizens' groups or service organizations are encouraged to adopt a program of making an inventory of junk cars within a specific area. The organizations, which may be conservation groups, the Junior Chamber of Commerce, student groups or any other civicminded bodies, to record the location of the vehicle, give it an identification number and note whether or not it has wheels and can be towed.
Once the extent of the problem is known, auto wreckers and scrap processors are called in. These commercial operators with mobile car crushers will indicate the vehicles they will dispose of without charge, and those which will require consolidation to a central poinit.
The economics of the individual situation vary widely. In one case, a wrecker may be willing to pick up only four cars in one place, while in another case he may require a minimum of 20 cars. The variables are the scrap market, value of the junked vehicles for parts, distance to the nearest fragmentizer, difficulty of the terrain, and even the operator's willingness to oblige.
In some cases the civic organization may realize a very modest monetarv return for the junked cars, but usually there will be little or no payment from the commercial operator. The continued involvement of service groups in an oper-ation of this nature is based upon the satisfactions of dealing with a very tangible environmental problem in a direct manner and in a situation where progress can be easily measured. Citizens and organizations have amply demonstrated their willingness to get involved in environmental clean-up, at least on a short-term basis, in the past.
The State's role is to set up a model program, provide public information and survey materials, and advise as to legal and other considerations.
Many of these materials have been developed in our State program, while others are in the process of development.
The Final Step
It is inevitable that not all cars will be removed in a wholly voluntary program. Cars deposited singly, in remote areas, or where terrain is difficult, and vehicles without wheels may require some financial incentive to help meet the costs of transportation to a central point.
To cover this final phase of the program, a one-shot operation, will require special legislation. The transportation cost incentive would be on a sliding scale, varying with distance, and prices and other factors. This incentive would represent a realistic estimate of the minimum subsidy necessary to get the job done. It could be revised upward if necessary.
Even if we assume that half of New York State's 600,000 abandoned cars are not picked up during the voluntary portion of the program, and if an average incentive of $5.00 per car is necessary to pick up the rest, the total amount would only be 1.5 million dollars-a one-time assessment of 25 cents for each car registered in the State, if financed this way.
Summary
New York State has taken a conservative approach to the abandoned vehicle problem with no regulatory legislation passed as yet. The goals are to remove the maximum number of junk hulks, and prevent more from accumulating, through voluntary action and incentives, rather than compulsion and penalties. Part of the program, however, will involve the publicizing of the State's ability to locate the last owner of abandoned cars through EDP and the ability to take action through an anti-abandonment law which is projected.
Reducing and eventually eliminating the junk car problem is an essential part of environmental management. We expect that the combination of voluntary action, limited financial incentives and legislation will clear the New York landscape of this blight.
